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“Sad stories of the death of kings”:
Lyric and Narrative Release from Confining
Spaces in Shakespeare’s Richard II
Jennifer C. Vaught
Northern Michigan University

HE RELATION OF S HAKESPEARE ’ S PLAYS to other literary forms
like lyric and narrative is a topic that continues to invite speculation.1 A number of his plays contain songs and sonnets, reported
stories and winter’s tales. In this essay I examine lyrics and narratives in
Richard II and their dialogic relation to the surrounding text.2 In a play
about a self-enclosed King these utterances tend to occur in enclosures:
Richard delivers lyrics while immured at Flint Castle and the dungeon at
Pomfret, whereas his Queen laments in an enclosed garden and promises to tell the King’s story during her exile in a French cloister. The
lyrics and narratives that Richard and his Queen fashion within such pri-

T

1Diane E. Henderson in Passion Made Public: Elizabethan Lyric, Gender, and Performance (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1995) and Christopher Martin in Policy in
Love: Lyric and Public in Ovid, Petrarch, and Shakespeare (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1994) are examples of recent critics who discuss the relation of lyric to Shakespeare’s plays.
2 I use the term “lyric” to denote a passage set off from the surrounding text and
framed by a beginning and end, creating a seemingly enclosed textual space. Northrop Frye
emphasizes the contained aspect of a lyric in “Approaching the Lyric,” in Lyric Poetry:
Beyond New Criticism, ed. Chaviva Hôsek and Patricia Parker (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1985), 34. Although I argue that lyrics in Richard II are enclosures in several
respects, I in no way contend that they are atemporal or ahistorical. Others who defend the
necessity of reading lyrics in relation to their cultural context are Mark Jeffreys,“Ideologies
of Lyric: A Problem of Genre in Contemporary Anglophone Poetics,” PMLA 110 (1995):
196–205; and Arthur Marotti, Manuscript, Print, and the English Renaissance Lyric (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995), 2–10.
In addition to the pronounced lyricism in Richard II, the play makes explicit and
repeated reference to the genre of narrative. The word “tale,” for example, occurs seven
times and the word “story” twice. In keeping with the limited scope of this study, I mean
by the term “narrative” simply a piece of fiction like a tale, story, legend, or rumor. The
relation of the play to narrative is a topic that demands further exploration. Joseph A.
Porter states, for instance, that “there is in the criticism of the play a large and rather cloudily suggestive body of discussion of Richard as a poet figure.… Part of the problem with
this discussion is that ‘poet’ almost always means roughly ‘lyricist’ (a view based mainly on
Richard’s aria-like effusions, which are, indeed, in a sense lyric). However, Richard’s most
explicit and direct references to a literary genre are not to the lyric at all, but rather to the
narrative.” See The Drama of Speech Acts: Shakespeare’s Lancastrian Tetrology (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1979), 34.
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vate, interior spaces fittingly define inwardness in the play. 3 Their
despairing rhetoric and tears grant them additional avenues for expressing their grief.4 Richard’s prominent displays of affection ally him with
weeping women in the play and serve as a traditionally feminine form of
defense. His woeful utterances provide him with a significant means of
resisting his disempowerment.
Richard’s empowering lyrical speeches, which exhibit his psychic
state, are apparently closed and hermetic; their embedding in the drama,
however, transforms them from monologues into dialogues between him
and a variety of voices within the text. At times unwittingly and knowingly at others, Richard in these lyrical interludes converses both with
interior voices that express the different histrionic roles he plays himself
and with exterior voices of other characters who interrupt his endless reveries. The King’s seemingly autonomous utterances—monologic on the
surface—are therefore really a dialogic negotiation with other voices.
Richard’s lyrics have yet to be analyzed extensively in terms of
Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of “dialogism,” which he defines as
“addressivity.”5 Although Bakhtin ascribes dialogism to prose rather than
to poetry or drama and argues in the wake of Romanticism that lyric is a
pure form exclusive of otherness and untouched by the material fact of
history or politics, Richard’s lyrics are indeed dialogic, grounded in a
particular time and place, and an empowering tool for political resistance.6 During these utterances, he either addresses other dramatic personae or himself as another, a phrase that recalls Paul Ricoeur’s Oneself as
Another in which he discusses the constitution of an identity through
such a dialectic with otherness. This identity, however, “implies no asser3For other discussions of inwardness in the Renaissance see Katharine Maus, Inwardness and Theater in the English Renaissance (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995)
and Anne Ferry, The “Inward” Language: Sonnets of Wyatt, Sidney, Shakespeare, Donne
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983).
4 Although Richard B. Altick, in “Symphonic Imagery in Richard II,” PMLA 62
(1947): 339–65, and several others have discussed the prominence of the term “grief” and
its many forms in the play, few have observed the extent to which Richard uses his own
tears to manipulate the sympathies of the audience. Dorothea Kehler, for instance, observes
that Richard “breaks down and weeps” during the deposition scene but doesn’t mention
that his exclamation, “My eyes are full of tears, I cannot see,” is politically motivated and
allows him to circumvent Northumberland’s request that he read a record of his crimes
(IV.i.244): “King of Tears: Mortality in Richard II,” Rocky Mountain Review of Language
and Literature 39 (1985): 13. Scott McMillin also overlooks the possibility that what he
refers to as Richard’s “real tears” during the deposition scene may in fact be disingenuous:
“Shakespeare’s Richard II: Eyes of Sorrow, Eyes of Desire,” Shakespeare Quarterly 35
(1984): 44.
5 See Speech Acts and Other Late Essays, ed. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist,
trans. Vern W. McGee (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986), 60–100.
6For a discussion of Bakhtin’s ideas in relation to poetry see Marianne and Michael
Shapiro, “Dialogism and the Addressee in Lyric Poetry,”University of Toronto Quarterly 61
(1992): 392.
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tion concerning some unchanging core of personality.”7 The King resists
his powerlessness by fashioning a number of liberating personae.
Like deposed Richard, other figures such as his nameless Queen circumvent their lack of political power within the public arena by delivering lyrical speeches expressive of interior feeling while they conduct
dialogues in more intimate settings. Within domestic spaces that afford
them privacy, like the recesses of royal houses and castles, they evoke pity
and sympathy for relatively powerless figures like themselves by fashioning laments and complaints and through their nonverbal gestures and
tears.8
Richard defies his powerlessness even after death through these
haunting lyrics and narratives. He regains a vital, if imaginary, sense of
authority and agency by inventing multiple, literary selves and by encouraging those who hear his lamentable tale to memorialize him through
tears. The oral narrative that his Queen promises to tell about his reign
and the gossip and rumors that others generate within domestic settings
grant him a degree of control over how he will be remembered. Like the
rapid flight of the winged, many-tongued figure Rumor, his legend
escapes from the confining space of his coffin and is continually retold
and never finished.
***
The lament that Richard delivers from the walls of Flint Castle in III.iii
exhibits several characteristics commonly associated with the lyric.9 It
expresses his despairing state of mind within a seemingly enclosed textual space both aurally and visually distinguished from the rest of the play
through rhetorical techniques like apostrophe and anaphora. Yet the
development of Richard’s monologic utterance into dialogue, with
7 Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, trans. Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1992), 2.
8In “The Refuges of Intimacy” Orest Ranum demonstrates that walled gardens in the
fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries were private spaces used for meditation and
intimate conversation. See Passions of the Renaissance, ed. Roger Chartier, trans. Arthur
Goldhammer, vol. 3 of A History of Private Life, gen. ed. Philippe Ariès and Georges Duby
(Balknap: Harvard University Press, 1989), 207–63, here 210–17.
9King Richard II, ed. Peter Ure (1956; repr. London: Routledge, 1989). All quotations of the play are from this edition. My approach to the genre of lyric is in keeping with
Barbara Lewalski’s argument that “historical genres” are “families whose members share
several (but not always the same) features drawn from a given generic repertoire”: Paradise
Lost and the Rhetoric of Literary Forms (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), 10.
She derives her definition of genre in part from Alastair Fowler, Kinds of Literature: An
Introduction to the Theory of Genres and Modes (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1982), 37–74. Lewalski is also indebted to Rosalie Colie, who initially provided the insight
that the combination of different genres in Renaissance texts resulted in “metastable”
generic conventions: The Resources of Kind: Genre Theory in the Renaissance, ed. Barbara K.
Lewalski (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), 30.
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Aumerle on the castle walls (160), with Bolingbroke and Northumberland at the base of the castle (170), and more subtly, with himself as
another, temporarily release him from his solipsism, whether he likes it or
not. The King is forced to acknowledge that he is enmeshed in a political context larger than himself.
Richard’s lyrical venting of anguish is deceptive, as well as expressive; in every sense, it is beguiling. He represents his interior landscape in
a rhetorically crafted style, as illustrated by the alliteration on “great” and
“grief” and the repetition of “that” and “what” in the following lines:
O that I were as great
As is my grief, or lesser than my name!
Or that I could forget what I have been!
Or not remember what I must be now! (III.iii.136–39)
The vast difference between what Richard was and what he is results in
an implicit dialogue between these two selves. During his speech at Flint,
he also engages in dialogue with his audience, both onstage and off. As
Harry Berger has effectively argued, the King’s theatricality suggests that
this allegedly solipsistic speaker is more aware of his spectators than one
would first suppose.10 Within the play itself Bolingbroke, like Berger,
draws attention to the King’s showmanship by ordering his men to
“mark” how Richard “looks” (61). Viewing Richard’s sudden entrance
on the castle walls, York similarly remarks that the King’s regal demeanor
transforms his public appearance into a spectacle:
Yet looks he like a king. Behold, his eye,
As bright as is the eagle’s, lightens forth
Controlling majesty; alack, alack for woe
That any harm should stain so fair a show! (III.iii.68–71)
Richard evokes sympathy for his plight from those who witness his performance at Flint by depicting himself as the abused victim and Bolingbroke as the aggressive villain in the lines, “Swell’st thou, proud heart?
I’ll give thee scope to beat, / Since foes have scope to beat both thee
and me” (140–41). In this way he dodges his own responsibility for the
loss of his political power. Reinforcing the King’s claim of victimization,
the metrical beat of these monosyllabic lines is as unrelenting as the beating he imagines enduring. His woeful histrionics, accentuated by the
interjections of Bolingbroke and York, and his manipulative awareness of
those around him qualify prior notions of his insularity.

10Harry Berger, Jr., “Richard II 3.2: An Exercise in Imaginary Audition,” ELH 55
(1988): 762.
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Despite Richard’s attempt to orchestrate the responses of his viewers and auditors to his performance, at this point he remains a relatively
enclosed speaker who manifests both narcissism and vanity. His conspicuous repetition of the words “I” and “my” eleven times anticipates his
prison soliloquy during which he uses the first person singular twenty
times. Befitting this self-centered speaker who physically isolates himself
from other dramatic personae and thus enacts his own enclosure, his
lament atop the castle walls seems contained as well. His repeated use of
the letter “O” in apostrophes and at the beginning of phrases frames the
following lines:
O God! O God! that e’er this tongue of mine,
That laid the sentence of dread banishment
On yon proud man, should take it off again
With words of sooth! O that I were as great
As is my grief, or lesser than my name!
Or that I could forget what I have been!
Or not remember what I must be now! (III.iii.133–39)
Richard’s wish to disavow the past and present and thereby escape from
time is an extreme example of his effort to alienate himself from others.
R. F. Hill’s description of his subsequent lines as “the picturesque Hermit
speech” appropriately suggests their enclosure as well:11
I’ll give my jewels for a set of beads;
My gorgeous palace for a hermitage
My gay apparel for an almsman’s gown;
My figur’d goblets for a dish of wood;
My sceptre for a palmer’s walking staff;
My subjects for a pair of carved saints
And my large kingdom for a little grave.… (III.iii.147–53)
The King’s repetition of “my” and “for” particularly adds to the visual
and aural impression that he creates a formal tableau set apart from the
rest of the drama and contributes to the ritualistic effect of his catalogue.12 Each line of this tableau is framed by the possessive pronoun
“my” and by a prepositional phrase beginning with “for.” During this set
piece, he describes kingship in relatively shallow terms that demonstrate
11R. F. Hill, “Dramatic Techniques and Interpretation in Richard II,” in Early Shakespeare, ed. John Russell Brown and Bernard Harris (London: Edward Arnold, 1967), 111;
my emphasis.
12Naomi Conn Liebler describes Richard’s Hermit speech as a catalogue during her
discussion of the ways in which he clings to ritual despite his loss of political power: “The
Mockery King of Snow: Richard II and the Sacrifice of Ritual,” in True Rites and Maimed
Rites: Ritual and Anti-Ritual in Shakespeare and His Age, ed. Linda Woodbridge and
Edward Berry (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1992), 229.
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his casual disregard for others: he dwells on the superficial trappings of
his office without mentioning his responsibilities to his subjects. His
imagining that he is befriended only by a “pair of carved saints” further
illustrates his isolation, and his idyllic wish that he were surrounded by
humbler possessions attests to his abiding materialism, which led to his
lack of supporters and reduced him to the status of an alien in his own
land.
Though lyrics are generally thought of as enclosures expressive of an
escapist impulse rather than a political agenda, Richard’s is a form of protest in which he uses his desire to stop time to his advantage. 13 He
retreats into this enclosed textual space to defend himself from the
assault of Bolingbroke. Hedonistically, he fashions his insubstantial fortress out of words and phrases like “jewels,” “gorgeous palace,” and “gay
apparel,” which are indicative of his feminized desire for sensuous objects
and his passion for luxurious language. Richard exhibits a pastoral
impulse by claiming that he would relinquish such luxuries (except verbally) for the simplicity of a hermitage cloistered from worldly cares and
responsibilities. These ritualistic lines enact cloistering as well by repeating the single notion of his desire for privacy and meditation instead of
moving beyond it. Paradoxically, he expresses his wish to pare down his
store of material possessions in expansive language. Without interruptions by impatient auditors like Northumberland, “My lord, in the base
court he doth attend / To speak with you; may it please you to come
down?” (176–77), and Bolingbroke, “What says his Majesty?” (184).
Richard’s utterance at Flint is potentially endless. During it, time seems
to stop. The King remains keenly aware of how little time he has left,
however, and uses this lengthy rhetorical display as a means of delaying
his capture by Bolingbroke.
Richard’s utterance enables him to resist not only his entrapment in
the castle but also his imprisoning political role as king, which denies him
the liberty to withdraw into a private enclosure—whether hermitage or
pleasure-palace—for an extended period of time. Resistance is only deferral, however; he is forced out of hiding by Bolingbroke, who compels
him to return to London for his deposition (208–9). Throughout the
play Richard experiences a conflict between his public and private selves,
illustrating the truism that rulers are often constrained by their social
position to a greater extent than are their subjects.14 Anthony Giddens,
13In Passion Made Public, 22, Henderson lists a number of such assumptions about
lyric in post-Romantic culture.
14In Private Matters and Public Culture in Post-Reformation England (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994), 73, Lena Cowen Orlin argues that in the early modern period
public and private were often intertwined. Ironically, even apparently private settings like a
cell or coffin in Richard II are sites for public display.
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who discusses oppressive social forms and an agent’s awareness of them,
widens the ramifications of Richard’s tunnel vision when he remarks that
“those who in a largely unquestioning way accept certain dominant perspectives may be more imprisoned within them than others are, even
though their perspectives help [those in dominant classes] to sustain
their position of dominance.”15 Richard’s assumption that his status as
God’s deputy on earth makes him untouchable blinds him to his own
vulnerability and indirectly contributes to his eventual imprisonment.
Even though Shakespeare’s Richard is a figure conceived in the early
modern period, he anticipates the idea of the divided subject in Ricoeur’s
sense by engaging briefly in a dialogue with himself as another.16 He dramatizes the growing division between the outward façade he maintains as
king and the inward landscape he represents throughout his speech at
Flint by addressing his multiple personae during his lament. He addresses
the “king” as a dramatic role he must play when he states fatalistically,
What must the king do now? Must he submit?
The king shall do it. Must he be depos’d?
The king shall be contented. (III.iii.143–45)
Richard’s use of the third person signals the split between his royal mask
and the face hidden behind it. Such a division between his public and
private selves leads not only to his disenchantment with the institution of
kingship but also to his discovery that he lacks a unified identity. He
combats his growing awareness that without this regal mask he is fragmentary by inventing and perpetuating yet another fictional identity, this
time as the victim of Bolingbroke.
Richard desperately tries to resist the dissolution of his political
power by playing the dramatic part of the “lamentable” King convincingly and thereby reconstructing his life in fictional terms (V.1.44). His
adoption of this woeful, public persona not only at Flint but throughout
the play evokes pity for his seeming mistreatment by Bolingbroke rather
than shame for his wasteful, careless reign. Richard’s tears during his
humiliating procession into London behind Bolingbroke, for example,
make the Duke and Duchess of York weep (V.ii.2) and grieve the “heart”
of the Groom of the Stable (V.v.76). The King also elicits sympathy for
his apparent victimization by Bolingbroke by drawing attention to
15Anthony Giddens, Central Problems in Social Theory: Action, Structure and Contradiction in Social Analysis (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979), 72. In a passage
reminiscent of Richard’s style and diction, Shakespeare’s King Henry V exclaims, “What
infinite heart’s ease / Must kings neglect that private men enjoy!”: Henry V, ed. John H.
Walter (1954; repr. London: Routledge, 1993), IV.i.218–19.
16I am indebted here to Berger’s argument in “Richard II: 3.2: An Exercise in Imaginary Audition” that Richard’s utterances are “directed at his auditors as well as at himself”
(762).
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another’s tears prior to his surrender, “Aumerle, thou weep’st (my
tender-hearted cousin!)” (III.iii.160). Such displays of woefulness and
humility are politically enabling for Richard despite the possibility that
his expressions of affection are disingenuous.
Craving perpetuation, Richard begins to forge a legendary identity at
the castle that will be liberated from his coffin once he is dead. 17
Although he claims that he would exchange his “large kingdom for a
little grave, / A little little grave, an obscure grave,” his whimsical desire
for obscurity is outweighed by his overriding ambition for fame (153–
54). Richard seems to hint at his ultimate desire for permanence when he
exclaims that he and his weeping cousin will dig “a pair of graves” with
their tears and thereby generate a legend that “there lies / Two kinsmen
[who] digg’d their graves with weeping eyes!” (167–69).18 He hopes
that such a sympathetic account of his deposition will escape from the
enclosed space of his tomb. The King’s retort to his sniggering audience, “Well, well, I see / I talk but idly, and you laugh at me” may contain a pun on the word “idyll” and further suggest that he perceives
himself as a figure in that wish-fulfilling genre (170–71; my emphasis).
By representing himself in these fictional terms he attempts not only to
stave off his own mortality but also to control time, an unceasing
reminder of his impending enclosure in a coffin. The possibility of a pun
on the word “idyll” is also suggestive of his lyricism and vain desire for
pastoral escape.
Like Richard at Flint Castle, the Queen resists her disempowerment
by constructing a lyrical speech representative of inwardness within the
enclosed space of the Duke of York’s garden. Throughout her stylized
lament, which highlights important similarities and differences between
her and the lamenting King, she bemoans the impossibility of escaping
from her “cares” as Queen. Richard will similarly acknowledge the
impossibility of breaking free from his anxieties as King during the deposition scene that follows. He will exclaim, for instance, “The cares I give,
I have, though given away, / They ’tend the crown, yet still with me
they stay” (IV.i.198–99). Such parallels highlight the dialogic connections between their utterances. When the attendant suggests that the
Queen and the servants dance in order to “drive away the heavy thought
17 In “Richard II: 3.2” Berger similarly observes that the King’s representation of
himself is a mere fiction and that he becomes “more pathetic” as he displays his powerlessness (771–73). I build upon Berger’s argument, however, by maintaining that Richard perpetuates his literary identity as a woeful King in an effort to control future impressions of
his reign. In general, the relation between narrative and time in Richard II is relatively
unexplored.
18 Lois Potter argues that Richard II’s conceits on tears emphasize “the power of
something which is normally taken to be a symbol of helplessness.” See “The Antic Disposition of Richard II,” Shakespeare Survey 27 (1974): 38.
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of care” (III.iv.2), she refuses because the weight of her sorrow would
prevent her from keeping time with the music:
My legs can keep no measure in delight,
When my poor heart no measure keeps in grief:
Therefore no dancing, girl—some other sport (III.iv.7–9; my
emphasis)
Paradoxically, the Queen expresses her immeasurable grief by repeating
the phrase “no measure” in a measured fashion. Ceremonial lines like
these bring order to the chaotic emotions she voices. In the conventional setting of a garden that is often associated with the topos of female
warblers, the theme of singing appropriately emerges when a Lady suggests, “Madam, I’ll sing,” and the Queen replies, “And I could sing,
would weeping do me good, / And never borrow any tear of thee” (19–
23).19 Her equation of singing and weeping suggests that both are an
expression of interior feeling. Yet the Queen has little faith in song or
tears as a palliative.
The attendant’s subsequent suggestion that they “tell tales” to alleviate the Queen’s sorrow foregrounds the possibility of narrative, whether
in verse or prose, as a means of release from despair (10). The Queen will
eventually provide her husband with an avenue of escape from the humiliation of his deposition because she promises to tell his sad story once he
is dead. Nevertheless, the spinning of such yarns in the garden offers her
no present hope of relief:
For if of joy, being altogether wanting,
It doth remember [her] the more of sorrow;
Or if of grief, being altogether had,
It adds more sorrow to [her] want of joy. (III.iv.13–16; my
emphasis)
The Queen’s reply to her attendant mirrors the elaborately patterned
rhetoric of the King’s lyrics. Her repetition of the words “joy” and “sorrow,” “sorrow” and “joy” in inverse order is an example of antimetabole, a chiasmus with a single reversed word pair. Richard employs this
figure during the deposition scene in a phrase that conveys his indecisiveness about relinquishing the crown: “Ay, no; no, ay” (IV.i.201) and
during his prison soliloquy when he admits, “I wasted time, and now
doth time waste me” (V.v.49). The King and Queen’s use of this figure,
19In Hamlet Ophelia sings while distributing “rue” to Laertes and other herbs and
flowers to members of the royal family (IV.v.179). Gertrude also reports that Ophelia
chanted a “lay” and strains of “old lauds” or hymns before drowning beneath a willow tree
near her garden (IV.vii.176, 181). See Hamlet, Harold Jenkins, ed., Arden (London:
Methuen, 1982). The subsequent quotation of this play is also from this edition.
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an enclosure in miniature that ends where it began, adds to the impression that their lyrics suspend the progression of the drama. The Queen
also begins four prepositional phrases with “of,” a linguistic pattern that
recalls the King’s framing of “the picturesque Hermit speech” at Flint.
Her variation of a single phrase in the lines, “For what I have I need not
to repeat, / And what I want it boots not to complain” further emphasizes the rhetorical artifice of her complaint (17–18; my emphasis). The
Queen’s skillful employment of these figures suggests that she, like the
King, is a practiced rhetorician. Yet in stark contrast to Richard, she
desists from uttering a lengthy complaint and refuses to perpetuate her
grief by constructing a narrative about it. Less of an egoist than her husband, she resists self-representation.
The Queen’s placement within the enclosed space of the garden in
England serves as an emblem of her imprisonment in a society that not
only marginalizes her role in politics, but also prohibits her from speaking publicly on behalf of her own plight as the wife of a soon-to-bedeposed monarch. She must eavesdrop upon a conversation between the
Gardener and two servants, for example, in order to learn about her husband’s impending deposition. Her position behind the “shadow” of
some “trees” while she overhears the dialogue further underlines her
peripheral role in the play (25).20 She particularly stands in the shadow
of Richard, however. Ironically, he has usurped her role through all his
“female warbling.”
The Queen resists her confining domestic role as the silent wife
immediately after the Gardener reports that he has overheard the Duke
of York discussing the King’s impending deposition with a friend:
Depress’d he is already, and depos’d
‘Tis doubt he will be. Letters came last night
To a dear friend of the good Duke of York’s
That tell black tidings. (III.iv.68–71)
Hearing this bleak news for the first time, the Queen emerges from the
shadows of the trees and exclaims, “O, I am press’d to death through
want of speaking!” (72; my emphasis). Mirroring Richard, whom the
Gardener describes as “depress’d,” Isabel feels that her lack of a voice
during the dialogue is a form of torture (pressing) to her.21 In this line
20 Jeanie Grant Moore, “Queen of Sorrow, King of Grief,” in In Another Country:
Feminist Perspectives in Renaissance Drama, ed. Dorothea Kehler and Susan Barker
(Metuchen: Scarecrow Press, 1991), 31.
21 In King Richard II, Peter Ure, ed., observes that the Queen feels as if she were
“pressed” to death with weights, the punishment inflicted upon an accused person who
refuses to plead (122). S. P. Cerasano adds, however, that women could not plead for
themselves without a male guardian: “Half a Dozen Dangerous Words,” in Gloriana’s Face:
Women, Public and Private, in the English Renaissance, ed. S. P. Cerasano and Marion
Wynne-Davies (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1992), 169.
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the pun on torture and printing, hence publishing, also transforms the
body of the Queen into a text and anticipates her future role as narrator
of Richard’s story. Her embodied voice promises to sound outside the
walls of England and beyond the bounds of the play when she is
enclosed in a French convent, a setting in which she fulfills Richard’s
frustrated desire for pastoral escape. His command that Isabel “cloister”
herself, however, limits the degree of her liberation through narrative by
perpetuating her current exclusion from political affairs in England
(V.i.23). The Gardener’s revelation that the King’s impending deposition is common knowledge incites the Queen’s anger because until the
garden scene she was apparently unaware of her husband’s fate. Indeed,
her outrage is amply justified, for as the Gardener admits subsequently,
“I speak no more than everyone doth know” (91).
Yet the Queen’s lyrical words of protest, accompanied by her tears,
serve as an authoritative weapon for resisting her disempowerment. She
vents her anger at the Gardener by cursing him: “for telling me these
news of woe, / Pray God the plants thou graft’st may never grow” (100–
101). By singling out the grafted plants in the garden, she also curses
Bolingbroke indirectly. Unlike Richard, who is the son of Edward the
Black Prince, he has grafted himself onto that branch of the royal stock
by conniving means. Whereas Isabel’s curse emphasizes the illegitimacy
of Bolingbroke’s claim to the throne, her tears elicit pity for both Richard and herself. Sympathizing with the Queen’s plight, the Gardener
plants “rue” in an Ophelia-like fashion near the place where one of her
tears fell and cultivates this herb associated with pity “in the remembrance of a weeping queen” (106–7). 22 Like the King, the Queen
attempts to exert influence over the future, in this case through cursing,
and is memorialized by tears.23 Exercising a choric function, the Gardener thus transforms Isabel into a legendary figure and at least symbolically releases her story of silent suffering from the imprisoning walls of
the garden.24 He does so in a play in which storytelling serves the same
purpose of release for Richard.
Interestingly, Richard’s Queen is one of the few women in Shakespeare entrusted with the task of memorializing another through narrative. When she and the King exchange farewells in a public thoroughfare
on his way to the Tower, he resists his impending enclosure in the grave
by imploring her to perpetuate his legend in the secluded (though not
22Ure, ed., in King Richard II explains that the special association of the flower “rue”
is “not with rue (repentance) but with ruth (pity)”(123).
23On other characters’ attempts to manipulate time through prophecy in Richard II
and in Henry IV, parts 1 and 2, see Jonathan Hart, Theater and World: The Problematics of
Shakespeare’s History (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1992), 105–8.
24Gertrude’s lyrical account of Ophelia’s death similarly liberates her memory from
the “prison” of Denmark (IV.vii.165–82).
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literally enclosed) setting of a fireside (V.i.7–50).25 His desire to defer his
ending becomes apparent when he urges the Queen not “to make [his]
end too sudden” by grieving over her fallen husband as if he were already
dead (17). Instead, he entreats her to keep his sacred memory alive by
continuing to voice her grief in the stories that she tells about him.
Unwittingly and prophetically, the King resembles Hamlet, who asks
Horatio “to tell [his] story” after he is buried (V.ii.349). Richard clings
to the vain hope of transcending the burden of time and mortality and
envisions himself and his wife as characters fit for saints’ lives. He urges
her to seek refuge in a French “cloister” and imagines that their “holy
lives must win a new world’s crown / Which our profane hours here
have thrown down” (24–25). Despite the King’s persistent illusion of
permanence, the phrase “profane hours” hints at his more realistic
awareness of his irreverent misuse of time.26 He also defers his fictional
end by imploring the Queen to recount his personal history in the form
of a “winter’s” tale, a female story.27 Like Hamlet after him, he knows all

25As Scott McMillin argues, the King hopes to become monumental through narrative “in some private place, within the walls of a cloister perhaps, beside a fire,… removed
from the theatricality of politics”: “Shakespeare’s Richard II: Eyes of Sorrow, Eyes of
Desire,” Shakespeare Quarterly 35 (1984): 49.
The architectural arrangement of fireplaces in early modern houses and palaces vividly conveys the intimacy associated with them. Replacing open hearths in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries, fireplaces commonly appeared in private chambers like bedrooms,
or in the recesses and corners of other rooms set apart from the central hall. Benches or
cushions were often arranged in a semicircle around the fire, creating a mood of closeness
and comradery, particularly among the women who tended it. Richard similarly imagines
Isabel sitting beside a fire that is near the bedrooms “in some religious house” in France
(V.1.22–23) when he implores her “ere [she]… bid good night” to tell his “lamentable
tale” and “send the hearers weeping to their beds” (43–45). See Revelations of the Medieval World, ed. Georges Duby, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, vol. 2 of A History of Private
Life, gen. ed. Philippe Ariès and Georges Duby (Cambridge: Belknap, 1988), 192–95,
354–55, 429, and 500.
Depicting a woman who warms her legs by lifting her dress above her knees, figure 1
from this volume illustrates the sense of intimacy created by a fireplace. Figures 1, 2, and 3
point out the semi-circular arrangement of benches or cushions around a fire, as well as the
placement of fireplaces in the recesses and corners of rooms. Sir Philip Sidney’s description
of the poet whose “tale…holdeth…old men from the chimney corner” is suggestive of the
comparably private location of fireplaces in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century houses and
palaces, though this captivating story draws the listeners away from the warmth of that corner: “A Defence of Poetry” in Miscellaneous Prose of Sir Philip Sidney, ed. Katherine DuncanJones and Jan Van Dorsten (Oxford: Clarendon, 1973), 92. In a passage from Daniel’s Civil
Wars that parallels Richard’s intimate conversation with Isabel, the King in Pomfret prison
envies a peasant, who “sit’st at home safe by [his]…quiet fire”: III, st. 65. His description of
this cloistered space further illustrates its privacy: King Richard II, Ure. ed., 148.
26See Jonathan Hart, Theater and World: The Problematics of Shakespeare’s History, 110.
27Cf. Lady Macbeth’s exclamation to Macbeth that his “flaws and starts” about murdering Duncan “would well become / A woman’s story at a winter’s fire / Authoris’d by
her grandam”: Macbeth, ed. Richard Proudfoot (1951; repr. New York: Methuen, 1986),
III.iv.62–65.
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Figure 2

Figure 1

Figure 3

Fig. 1. Heures de Louis de Laval, late 15th century. Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Latin 920. Reproduced by permission.
Fig. 2. Cuiron le Courtois, ca. 1370–1380. Paris, Bibliothèque
Nationale, French n.a. 5243. Reproduced by permission.
Fig. 3. Missal from abbey of Montierneuf in Poitiers, late 15th century. Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Latin 873. Reproduced by permission.

too well that the perception of history is determined in part by the bias
and perhaps even the gender of the narrator. Richard hopes that she will
rekindle pity for his loss of political power by retelling this tale while she
“sit[s] by the fire / With good old folks,” who “will sympathize” and “in
compassion weep the fire out” (40–48).
The Duchess of York’s tearful entreaty that Bolingbroke pardon
Aumerle for his involvement in the conspiracy to “kill the king at
Oxford” parodies Richard’s own attempt to manipulate his audience
through the conventionally feminine tactic of weeping (V.ii.99). Whereas
the Duke of York’s “eyes do drop no tears” as he demands justice for his
son’s crimes, hers presumably do when she begs for mercy on her knees
(V.iii.98). Richard similarly weeps and kneels throughout the play, lead-
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ing the Bishop of Carlisle to exclaim on one occasion, “wise men ne’er
sit and wail their woes, / But presently prevent the ways to wail”
(III.ii.178–79). During the deposition scene, Richard assumes a woeful
persona by exclaiming, “O that I were a mockery king of snow, / Standing before the sun of Bolingbroke, / To melt [himself] away in waterdrops” (260–62). By playing the feminine part of the “mockery king of
snow” whose “water-drops” resemble tears Richard evokes pity and sympathy from his viewers both on and off the stage, as illustrated by
Aumerle’s and Carlisle’s “tearful eyes” at the end of the scene (332).28
Like Richard, the Duchess also brings her audience to tears. She remarks
that Bolingbroke’s “eyes begin to speak,” suggesting that his eyes are
moist, if not out of pity for Aumerle, then as a result of the hilarity of her
excessive plea to pardon her son after he has already been pardoned
(V.iii.123).29 At the end of the play the sight of Richard in his coffin
causes Bolingbroke to “weep after this untimely bier,” though whether
or not his are crocodile tears remains ambiguous (V.vi.52). Parallels
between Richard and the Duchess result from the dialogic relation of his
utterances to the play as a whole and reemphasize his association with
traditionally feminine means of combating powerlessness.
Richard, who continues to wage a rhetorical contest with his now
absent opponent, resists his imprisonment at Pomfret by delivering a lyrical soliloquy. The dialogic dimension of his utterances in prison has been
overlooked by other critics, who argue that Richard remains solipsistic
throughout the play.30 I argue, however, that Richard’s dialogue with
the different facets of himself during his prison soliloquy and with the
Groom of the Stable ultimately release him from his solipsism. Ricoeur’s
Oneself as Another illuminates the notion that even Richard’s conversation with himself includes a liberating degree of otherness. He asserts
that “the selfhood of oneself implies otherness to such an intimate
degree that one cannot be thought of without the other.”31 Although
Richard attempts to manipulate his audience during his earlier dialogic
28As Ann Pasternak Slater observes, the affective response of Richard’s onstage audience guides our own: Shakespeare the Director (New York: Barnes, 1982), 103.
29Critics who discuss comedy in this scene and the prior one are Waldo F. McNeir,
“The Comic Scenes in Richard II,” Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 73 (1972): 815–22;
Sheldon P. Zitner, “Aumerle’s Conspiracy,” Studies in English Literature 14 (1974): 239–
57; and Leonard Barkan, “The Theatrical Consistency of Richard II,” Shakespeare Quarterly 29 (1978): 5–19.
30Terence Hawkes contends, for instance, that Richard’s soliloquy illustrates his failure to communicate with others through talking and listening: “The Word against the
Word: The Role of Language in Richard II,” Language and Style 2 (1969): 312–13.
Joseph Porter similarly argues that although Richard’s language is “addressed to himself
and/or a general audience,” he fails to converse with anyone other than himself: The
Drama of Speech Acts: Shakespeare’s Lancastrian Tetralogy, 41.
31Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 3.
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lyric at Flint Castle, his prison soliloquy is less manipulative and more
humane.32 His liberation from the prison of his own mind is fully realized when he finally acts in a timely, unselfish manner.
While Richard’s jail cell provides the privacy he craved in vain as a
public figure who would seemingly exchange his “palace” for a “hermitage,” it also signifies his psychic dimension of self-enclosure; its walls
serve as a physical manifestation of the verbal barrier he often creates
between himself and other characters. At Flint, for example, he might be
said to have retreated behind a wall of words to defer Bolingbroke’s
demand for his rightful inheritance. Like his vain utterance there, his
soliloquy at Pomfret initially exhibits the enclosure of self-absorption.
During this final lyric, Richard attempts to create an autonomous world
by imagining that his private cell is a microcosm of the public domain
beyond it:
I have been studying how I may compare
This prison where I live unto the world;
And, for because the world is populous
And here is not a creature but myself,
I cannot do it. Yet I’ll hammer it out. (V.v.1–5)
He compares the interior setting of his cell to the exterior world much as
a lyricist, or any other poet or rhetorician, might fashion a metaphysical
conceit. Richard’s concluding statement “Yet I’ll hammer it out” (i.e.,
“I’ll work hard at it” or “puzzle it out”) implies that the yoking of disparate and unlike ideas requires a degree of force and even violence. Such
elaborate conceits convey the careful rhetoric of his soliloquy.
Forging an analogy between the heterogenous concepts of his solitary prison and the outside world, Richard imagines that his empty cell is
populated by his own thoughts:
My brain I’ll prove the female to my soul,
My soul the father, and these two beget
A generation of still-breeding thoughts,
And these same thoughts people this little world,
In humours like the people of this world;
For no thought is contented. (V.v.6–11)
The self-contained lyric that Richard delivers in this physical enclosure
paradoxically illustrates his dialectic engagement with otherness, or with
the different parts of himself. He adopts both the female and male role
32Though Harry Berger highlights the importance of “the dialogical play of speech
and audition taking place between Richard and his interlocutors” in 3.2, he doesn’t discuss
this idea in terms of Richard’s speech at Flint or his prison soliloquy: Imaginary Audition:
Shakespeare on Stage and Page (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 79.

188

Jennifer C. Vaught

involved in conception and “beget[s]” a series of thoughts that are substitutes for the children he never had. Like the people in the exterior
world, however, none of his interior thoughts are contented. He
laments, for instance, that even his “thoughts of things divine, are intermix’d / With scruples” (12–13) and that his ambitious thoughts of
escaping from prison are futile and “die in their own pride” (22). After
analyzing his own thoughts and dissecting the different parts of himself
they represent, he determines that he lacks a unified self and is fragmented. Recognizing how easily “one” becomes “none,” he concludes
despairingly, “Thus play I in one person many people, / And none contented” (31–32). This line particularly illustrates Ricoeur’s notion that
one’s address to oneself involves an implied listener and thus otherness.33 On the verge of suicide, Richard arrives at nihilism: “Nor [he],
nor any man that but man is, / With nothing shall be pleas’d, till he be
eas’d / With being nothing” (39–41). Paradoxically, the deposed King is
“eas’d” by the notion of “being nothing” and thus exhibits a glimmer of
self-acceptance. Although the discovery of his own multiplicity initially
threatens Richard with nihilism, it ultimately liberates him from solipsism, an imprisoning state of mind that negates the existence of others.
Fortunately, Richard’s despairing meditations are interrupted by the
lyrical strains of music he overhears beyond his prison walls. Rupturing
the closed nature of his soliloquy, the music challenges his notion that he
can construct an autonomous, self-enclosed world within his prison cell
and forces him to acknowledge that he is enmeshed in a political context. The lyric strains that fail to “keep time” remind him that he failed
to rule in a timely fashion:
Music do I hear?
Ha, ha! keep time—how sour sweet music is
When time is broke and no proportion kept!
So is it in the music of men’s lives.
And here have I the daintiness of ear
To check time broke in a disordered string;
But for the concord of my state and time,
Had not an ear to hear my true time broke:
I wasted time, and now doth time waste me. (V.v.41–49)
Ironically, Richard’s awareness of the necessity of acting in time arrives
too late. His overhearing of the music leads him to confess and perhaps
even repent that while he wore the crown, he, too, “broke time”: he
failed to keep “proportion” by wasting time with his favorites and he
ruptured the royal line of succession by being deposed. Although now he
33Ricoeur,

Oneself as Another, 43.
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has “the daintiness of ear / To check time broke in a disordered string,”
he “had not an ear to hear [his] true time broke” when he was King.
The insights he acquired during prior attempts at privacy and meditation
pale in comparison to his final realization that he has misused time. He
acknowledges that his reign, like a tune without rhythm or harmony,
lacked timing, “proportion,” and “concord.” 34 His clinging to the
superficies of rituals and ceremonies throughout the play, however,
obscured the eruption of disorder within his kingdom.
Richard can’t stand reality for long, however, and continues to perpetuate fictitious accounts about his reign. In his soliloquy, for instance,
he takes “refuge…[from the] shame” of his misrule and wastefulness by
displacing much of his guilt onto his usurper (26). Playing the part of
the abused victim, he deludes himself into believing that he was “unking’d by Bolingbroke” (37) and metamorphosed into a “Jack of the
clock” by him (60). In imitation of the tick of a clock, Richard uses
monosyllables to express perhaps his most important discovery in the
play: “I wasted time, and now doth time waste me.”35 In a rhythmically
rigid text the trochaic inversion at the beginning of this figure draws particular attention to its importance. The utterance also stands out because
it is direct and succinct, a style uncharacteristic of Richard. Reminding
him of the genuine otherness of politics and the sound of the bell “that
tells what hour it is,” the lyrical measures of music lead him to acknowledge for a brief moment his responsibility for his deposition as well as his
subjection to the tyranny of time (55). Though belated, the King’s
awareness of his duty to his subjects momentarily delivers him from his
self-absorption.
The prisoner further breaks out of his solipsistic predicament by
engaging in a dialogue with voices both inside himself and with those
beyond his prison walls. In the first segment of his soliloquy, he converses with multiple voices that are expressions of the different histrionic
parts he plays. His monologue becomes a dialogue among the various
facets of himself and releases him from his self-enclosure. As Tilottama
Rajan argues, a communication with another, even oneself as another,
forces the speaker’s words “to pass through an external detour.”36 Rich34In these lines from Richard’s lyrical soliloquy the word “proportion” means “metrical or musical rhythm or harmony,” OED sb. 10.
35As R. P. Draper argues in his discussion of this antimetabole, “the change from ‘I’
(subject) to ‘me’ (object) … highlights Richard’s change of role from active agent, ‘I’ to
passive sufferer of action, ‘me.’” The rhetorical patterning of the line thereby sums up the
crumbling of the King’s career: “Wasted Time in Richard II,” Critical Survey 1 (1989):
33.
36Tilottama Rajan, “The Death of Lyric Consciousness,” Lyric Poetry: Beyond New
Criticism, ed. Chaviva Hôsek and Patricia Parker (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985),
205.
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ard’s monological voice now includes traces of others, a psychic advance
for the selfish King.
The strains of music Richard overhears beyond his prison walls transform his soliloquy into a dialogue with a lyrical voice from the outside
world, a key sign of the King’s development. Thanking the musician, he
finally recognizes the presence of someone other than himself and his
varied personae: “Yet blessing on his heart that gives it me, / For ’tis a
sign of love” (64–65). Richard’s expression of gratitude signals his capacity for fashioning a new kind of lyric, one that includes dialogue with
other voices. His ensuing response to the music and his subsequent conversation with the Groom of the Stable, who enters to describe Bolingbroke’s coronation, shift the focus of the prison scene from his attempt
to create an autonomous, self-enclosed world to his genuine interaction
not merely with interior and exterior voices but also with other dramatic
personae. His release from self-absorption is also reflected in Shakespeare’s verse. The Groom’s address, “Hail, royal prince!” and Richard’s
reply, “Thanks, noble peer,” is a shared line with parallel, metrically alike
phrases in which the once selfish King actually listens to and echoes the
formal structure used by his addresser.37 As Marina Tarlingskaja notes,
the split line also signals “livelier action” and “a faster speech tempo.”38
The altered pace of the dialogue prepares for Richard’s brief shift from
passivity to action at the end of the scene.
Richard’s dialogue with the Groom ultimately reincorporates him
into the action of the drama. Aware of his impending death when the
Keeper of the Prison enters with meat that he refuses to taste because it
might be poisonous, the King finally displays a sense of timing when he
orders the Groom kindly, “If thou love me, ’tis time thou wert away”
(96). His previous dialogue with the voices inside his own mind, his
meditative exchange with the lyrical bars of music, and his pivotal conversation with the Groom of the Stable all lead to his embracing of otherness within himself and his ability to act, even on behalf of his
subjects. 39 Proclaiming “Patience is stale, and I am weary of it,” he
resists his impending fate by striking and cursing the murderers (103).
Exton feels the lasting sting of Richard’s curse when he admits guiltily,
“For now the devil that told me I did well / Says that this deed is chronicled in hell” (115–16; my emphasis). He, too, seems to know that Richard’s story is not over.
37See George T. Wright’s discussion of the shared line and its effect of “tightening the
dramatic relationships between people”: Shakespeare’s Metrical Art (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1988), 141.
38Marina Tarlingskaja, Shakespeare’s Verse: Iambic Pentameter and the Poet’s Idiosyncrasies (New York: Peter Lang, 1987), 136.
39In “Wasted Time in Richard II,” 42, R. P. Draper describes “a new and firmer quality of action” by Richard.
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Although Richard never escapes from prison, tales and rumors about
his reign, deposition, and murder escape from the coffin enclosing his
body in the final scene of the play and haunt his usurper, Bolingbroke.40
Even though the loquacious monarch seems to lie “all breathless” in a
coffin before his reticent successor, the story of Richard’s tragic fall from
the wheel of Fortune continues to speak, both prospectively within and
retrospectively without the play (V.vi.31). For example, the Archbishop
continues the Groom’s unfinished narrative about Richard’s “lamentable” procession when he reports in 2 Henry IV that those who “threw’st
dust upon [Richard’s] goodly head, / When through proud London he
came sighing on / After the admired heels of Bolingbroke” are “now
become enamour’d on his grave” and “cry’st…‘O earth, yield us that
King again / And take thou this!’”41
The rumors that are generated about Bolingbroke’s ascent to the
throne serve as yet another empowering kind of narrative for Richard.
Though Bolingbroke’s ascent to the throne is initially applauded by the
voice of the people, his claim to the throne becomes more tenuous as his
popularity wanes.42 The letter that York discovers in Aumerle’s pocket
attesting to his involvement in the conspiracy to murder Bolingbroke,
along with the Groom’s oral account of the usurper’s humiliation of
Richard during the procession into London, are manifestations of the
new King’s relative powerlessness to censor written and spoken forms of
resistance to his reign. Though Henry IV was a medieval ruler, his plight
is illuminated by Royal Proclamations on rumor during the latter part of
the sixteenth century. These documents make clear that the danger of
verbal assaults upon the reputation of the King is especially great “when
the tales…[speculate upon] the hidden designs or intentions of [a] sovereign.”43 In stark contrast to Richard, taciturn Bolingbroke refuses to
articulate his mind throughout the play and thus invites such speculation. He exhibits fear that the “deed” of Richard’s death will in fact
“slander” his reputation and defame him throughout England when he
exclaims,
Exton, I thank thee not, for thou hast wrought
A deed of slander with thy fatal hand
Upon my head and all this famous land. (V.vi.34–36)
40See Paul Strohm, “The Trouble with Richard: The Reburial of Richard II and Lancastrian Symbolic Strategy,” Speculum 71 (1996): 87–111, especially 93–96.
41 The Second Part of King Henry IV, ed. A. R. Humphreys (1966; repr. London:
Routledge, 1991), I.iii.102–7. The subsequent quotation of the play is from this edition.
42 Richard Abrams notes that Henry IV’s reign is precarious because those who
elected him are “fickle.” He is an apparently “electoral sovereign” who derives “his authority from others like himself, rather than from an eternal source.” See “Rumor’s Reign in 2
Henry IV: The Scope of a Personification,” ELR 16 (1986): 472.
43 Kenneth Gross, “Slander and Skepticism in Othello,” ELH 56 (1989): 849.
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In 2 Henry IV, a play ruled predominately by Rumor, Henry’s fears
become reality. Haunted by the living memory of Richard, he echoes the
dead monarch’s prophecy that “the time will come, that foul sin, gathering head, / Shall break into corruption” and bemoans its fulfillment
toward the end of his reign (III.i.76–77). Henry is racked by care and
battles “inward wars” as a result of the damage this commonly female
monster “painted full of tongues” has done to his reputation (97–98,
107).44 The rumors that originate in Richard II resist the restraining
power of censorship and, for a knowing audience, undermine the play’s
sense of closure. These “winged words” escape from the written
bounds—the enclosure—of that text and take flight throughout the
Henriad.

44Richard Abrams interestingly observes that during his insomnia speech, Henry IV
“becomes a dramatically effectual version of Richard II in prison”: “Rumor’s Reign,” 479.
See also Harry Berger, Jr., “Sneak’s Noise or Rumor and Detextualization in 2 Henry IV,”
Kenyon Review 6 (1984): 58–78.

